The Operas of James MacMillan 1
biblical and liturgical texts and ideas: the percussion concerto Veni, Veni Emmanuel, the trumpet concerto Epiclesis, the brass and percussion piece They saw the stone had been rolled away.
This aim of the present article is to offer a brief survey of how liturgical themes and biblical stories have influenced just one aspect of MacMillan's output: his operas. To date, MacMillan has produced a short music-theatre piece, Búsqueda: three short operas, Visitatio Sepulchri, Parthenogenesis and Clemency; and two full-scale operatic works, Inés de Castro and The Sacrifice. Vastly different as these works are in terms of their scale, duration and subject-matter, it will be seen that liturgical and biblical texts are regularly referenced in them, and that these texts are often used by MacMillan for their striking resonances with the situations being depicted. Those who experience these works are thus offered, along with the stories being presented, striking theological reflections on them, and resonances in turn with the world which they themselves inhabit.
MacMillan has written of his belief that 'Music and spirituality are very closely entwined. … you could say that music is the most spiritual of the arts'.
2 He has even suggested 'that there's an analogy between music and the mind of God: that in music … we see or even feel something of the thinking of God '. 3 This reflection leads him to 'a desire to look back at the ancient tradition of Christian music and especially Gregorian Chant, which I am always using in my music: I quote chant, I allude to it, I fragment it, I dissect it, I use it as the building blocks, the DNA, of larger structures'. 4 We should not be surprised, then, to find liturgical themes and indeed liturgical texts present in MacMillan's operas. But it should immediately be added that the spirituality expressed in his work is not other-worldly: 'I see my search for the sacred as being in the here and now, rather than trying to find it in some kind of distant, unachievable place out there'. 5 We will find this dual theme -the use of explicitly religious musical and textual material, and the relating of that material to the world we inhabit today -to run through MacMillan operatic output. However, we should also note that there is never any suggestion that this material provides 'answers' to the dilemmas faced by the characters in MacMillan's operas. It has been said of MacMillan that 'his questioning of the nature of belief has fuelled much of his creativity', 6 and we find that the use of religious material in Macmillan's operas is more to aid reflection, or to earth emotion, than to provide 'solutions' to the situations faced by his characters. ' (MacMillan et al. 1997: 14) . Here at the outset we immediately find themes that will echo through the rest of MacMillan's operatic output: the mutual interrelationships of the personal, the political, the social and the religious;
and the illumination of situations faced by 'ordinary people' through those situations being juxtaposed with liturgical texts. The music (appropriately, given its subject-matter) covers a huge emotional range, described by MacMillan thus: 'The work begins as if emerging from a deep, troubled sleep, and the mood subsequently swings from serenity, through elegy, through violence and anger, through devotion and prayerfulness, through euphoria, grief and back to the oblivion of sleep'. 9 MacMillan's juxtaposition of 'mood swings' such as those described here similarly occur throughout his operatic output.
Visitatio Sepulchri (first performed in Glasgow in 1993) is scored for a chamber orchestra and is described as a 'sacred opera'. It is in three parts: an instrumental introduction, 'which captures the violence of the crucifixion, the anguish and the agony at Vaudeville element to the drama (both musically and dramatically) as they lament the lack of public spectacle accompanying the deaths of Inés and of the King: 'I was disappointed! No drums, no priests!'/ 'Bloody hell! You'd think they could have given us a proper show!' The brutal world these 'ordinary people' inhabit dehumanises them to the extent that they can be indifferent to the sufferings of others, even viewing them as entertainment. But at the opera's conclusion an alternative to this inhumanity is put forward as the ghost of Inés appears, unseen by all but a young girl. To this girl Inés declares: 'They'll tell you that they have to kill, that they cannot avoid committing crimes. Do not believe them. Do not believe them. Do not believe them for a moment. Remember, remember there is another way'. The other way, the humanised and humanising way, is that which is experienced through the transcending power of love, a power transmitted in the liturgy -and, in the context of this tragedy, especially through that liturgical expression of grief and loss, the Stabat Mater. As
MacMillan expresses it, 'There's a case to be made that when artists deal with the most unsettling aspects of evil, it's an attempt to transcend that evil, to find some kind of Hanover in 1944, caught in an allied bombing raid, was knocked to the ground by the force of an explosion. Subsequently she found herself to be pregnant, and nine months after the raid she gave birth to a girl. She firmly maintained that she had not had sex: that this was an instance of spontaneous human cloning, a 'virgin birth'. The opera is scored for a chamber orchestra, the 'cloned' child Anna (a speaking part), Kristel, her mother, and Bruno, Some might think that Parthenogenesis is blasphemous. There is a dark annunciation at the heart of this work. The father of the child is not God but human evil in the shape of a bomb, the explosion of which dislodged the cell in the woman that led to parthenogenesis. To cast human evil as the progenitor in our story throws a negative mirror image on the Annunciation.
We have presented it like a mock annunciation where the woman is visited by an angel, a fallen angel. Their dialogue is … an imagined philosophical engagement between a woman and this dark, fallen angelic presence who is like a wounded prowling animal. In another dimension is a child (the clone) who comments separately and bitterly.
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Parthenogenesis is short, but very dense, both musically and poetically. It may be concerned with exploring ' questions of identity and the roots of individuality' and 'some of the questions of liberty and control, life and death, utopia and dystopia, which circle around the breathtaking developments of modern genetics'; 26 however, it is more than the academic exercise which this description might suggest. Indeed, like MacMillan's earlier operatic works it engages deeply with human suffering, reflecting on it this time not in the context of a liturgical text, but rather by juxtaposing the situation faced by contemporary figures with the biblical story of the Annunciation. Parthenogenesis presents no facile 'answers' to the issues it raises: it constitutes, rather, a meditation upon them, as they are perceived by those caught up in this extraordinary story.
24 Ibid., p. 24. retelling of it; but it is a meditation that, like that original story, raises rather more questions than it answers.
Opera may seem an unlikely medium through which to explore theological themes, and yet it is striking how many British composers have done so over the period since World War II. 30 In the case of James MacMillan, we have observed several themes running though his operatic output. There is frequently a juxtaposition of the secular and the sacred, the timeless and the contemporary. The use of liturgical texts and biblical stories, and the relation of these to the situations of people who are in some way in extremis, are common to all the works discussed in this paper. We may see in these operas also the suggestion that there is 
